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WHAT GIRLS WANT TO KNOW 



BENJAMIN C. GRUENBERG 

Chairman Department Biology, Julia Richman High School 



The New York state physical training law which went into 
effect in September, 1917, requires, among other things, fifteen 
minutes of instruction in hygiene per week for all high-school 
pupils. The earlier laws had already required hygiene instruc- 
tion for all high-school pupils equal to one hour (period) per 
week during the first year. The older law has been adminis- 
tered in the New York City high schools through the biology 
department. The new law raised many administrative diffi- 
culties; and it was finally decided to leave to each of the high 
schools its own solution, with the understanding that at the 
end of one year a unified plan would be agreed upon. 

At the Julia Richman High School hygiene instruction has 
been offered this year in four types of classes: (1) in connection 
with biology for the academic students during the first year; 
(2) on a special hygiene syllabus for most of the commercial 
students two periods a week for one year; (3) for a few com- 
mercial students two periods a week for one term and biology 
five periods a week for one term; (4) "Hygiene C" to students 
above the first year, one period a week. A syllabus was pre- 
pared under the general caption "Personal Hygiene" and 
presented to all of the classes from the third term up, with 
the expectation that differentiated syllabi would later be 
worked out. 

For the purpose (1) of getting some indication as to what 
value the students attached to this instruction, and (2) of 
finding out whether the students had any definite interest in 
the further pursuit of the subject, a special inquiry was made 
toward the end of the fall term (in January, 191 8). The 
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students in Grades IIA to IIIB (third to sixth high-school 
terms) in commercial courses at one of our annexes were asked 
to answer two questions: 

1. What topic of those studies this term do you consider most im- 
portant, and why? 

1. What topic not studied this term would you suggest as being of 
special value? 

The two questions were supposed to be answered on 
separate sheets of paper; the girls were asked to indicate on 
the papers their sections (grades), but not to write their names. 
It was hoped that anonymity would insure frankness, and this 
it no doubt did. 

Four hundred and thirty sets of replies were received. A 
summary of the replies is given on pages 757-8. Table I gives the 
distribution for the "most important" topics. Table II gives 
the distribution of "suggested" topics. Table III gives a 
scattering of suggestions that in many cases bore no obvious 
relation to the subject in hand, although they are interesting 
indications of what the students feel would be helpful to their 
development. 

An analysis of these results brings out several significant 
points. 

1. As to the pupils, there is a wide variation from those 
who do not know any more than they have been told — that is, 
those whose imagination does not run beyond the details of 
instruction — and who have therefore nothing to suggest, to 
those at the other extreme who show evidence, not only of 
assimilating the instruction, but of carrying it beyond the 
classroom and applying it in their every day life or in their 
homes. 

"Nothing to suggest"; "Can think of no other topics"; "We have 
learned all there is"; and blank papers in place of suggestions. On the 
other hand, we have: "Something about self-control, not merely tell the 
pupils to control themselves, but teach them how to do so"; "We should 
study about food so as to improve the lunch-counter"; "More people should 
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understand about constipation in a practical way"; "Much sickness could 
be prevented if we knew more about how to recognize them." 

i. A number of girls found the subject of no importance 
(these were all third-term girls) because it was not sufficiently 
different either as to method or as to content from the 
instruction of the preceding term. 

"I knew all of these things before; we should learn something new"; 
"We should have more new topics and not talk about the same things so 
much"; It was not worth much because we did not go into it thoroughly"; 
"I practically wasted the hygiene period; that is the trouble. You take up 
hygiene in the first term; in the second term you simply repeat it and in 
the third term you simply repeat it. Why don't they take up other subjects 
than teeth, kidneys, etc?" 

3. The vividness and detail introduced into the instruction 
are significant factors in the effectiveness of the work. This is 
shown by the predominance of "feet" and "skin" among the 
topics selected as "important." The teacher of these groups 
of students was able to make these topics more vivid than is 
usually the case, as she had a great deal of special information 
on the anatomy of the foot, the construction of shoes, the 
relation of fallen arches to posture and to health generally, 
and corns and bunions. In the same way the topic "skin" was 
vitalized because of its direct association with personal appear- 
ance; and this in turn was given a basis for legitimate interest 
that girls could frankly acknowledge — namely, the importance 
of good presentation in applying for a business position and 
dealing with people in business. That the girls had their 
reasons for being interested in complexion and appearance, 
there is no room to doubt; but here was given an opportunity 
to be frankly interested without regard to the native personal 
and commonly rather disparaged reason. 

4. The other topics considered important were justified in 
terms of direct relation both to personal comfort in health and 
to effectiveness in business and in dealings with others. 
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5. About 10 per cent of the pupils (44) had no suggestions 
whatever to offer; very few of these took the trouble to say, 
"I have no suggestions"; "I cannot think of anything," etc. 

6. Of the 404 who had suggestions to make 85 suggested 
the need of instruction in matters pertaining to sex. A great 
many of the 29 listed under "Care of body" undoubtedly had 
in mind a similar need. This is inferred from the wording of 
the suggestions : "All about the body" ; "About all the organs" ; 
"About the different systems of the body"; "The care of all 
the organs"; "The hygiene of all the organs," and so on. And 
it is not unfair to assume that many of the blanks were due to 
the fact that what was uppermost in their minds could not 
find ready expression for reasons well understood. 

7. The reasons given for the various suggestions point to 
the urgency with which the girls feel the need for instruction 
on sex matters. The interest in "eyes," "clothes" (in relation 
to health and appearance), "food and diet," and so on, are 
very largely extensions of the justifications given for the topics 
considered "important"; but the reasons given for the study 
of "sex hygiene," etc., introduce a new note. 

"A girl does not know whom to ask about things she does not know. 
It is not spoken of freely." 

"As well as the boys study something about the girls, the girls would 
like to know something about the boys." 

"Caring for one's self during certain periods. I believe that girls 
attending high school are able to take care of themselves and keep up their 
appearance during this period as in others." 

"Care of body during menstruation period because I have heard different 
opinions by people but do not know which are best to follow." 

"We are all girls and therefore why not discuss topics that would help 
the girls greatly, for many are in ignorance on such matters as, say, their 
menstruation period? I for one would very much like to discuss this ques- 
tion, because I am in doubt as to many questions concerning this topic 
which I am sure would benefit me." 

"As we grow older we are going through many changes, and we would 
like to know more about ourselves." 
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"No matter how much one knows of it, there is a great deal more to 
learn and, besides, it is very necessary." 

"We should know more of the human body, and also of our sexual 
relations." 

"It is something that pertains to every girl and there are many questions 
that girls would like answered pertaining to this topic." 

"Menstruation: We are all human beings and we all must know some- 
thing about ourselves, and since menstruation is an important topic of the 
female sex I see no reason why we shall not discuss it." 

"Because I think school is the best place to learn it and so very few 
girls know anything about it." 

"A girl must know everything pertaining to her and why things happen 
during her life." 

"And every girl should know enough about it to know how to take care 
of herself." 

"There are many girls who do not know how to take care of themselves 
in cases where a knowledge of sex hygiene would guide them to do the right 
thing and in the right way." 

"Many girls are kept in ignorance and don't know half they ought to 
know. Precautions, preventives, could be explained in lectures and talks. 
It has succeeded in other high schools and has made better men and women." 

"Many girls could be benefited. Besides many girls could be spared 
pains." 

"Would be very useful in the future years, as a great many diseases 
occur because of a woman's not taking care of herself while young." 

"So many girls wouldn't go astray and do wrong if we were taught the 
wrongs of the world. I think we should also learn about our sexual 
relations." 

"Sexual relations because of the immoral conditions of the country." 

"Because it is war time and the sight of a man in uniform makes a 
great impression on young girls. Girls near cantonments are in great 
danger, too. The schools are the best way to teach this subject." 

"We are soon going to earn our own living and come among temptations 
and a girl who is not taught correctly may come out disastrously." 

"As we all know that modern girls like to go out for good times, meet 
all sorts of people, but yet when they do go out with young men, they 
naturally lose their minds and let the young man rule over them, and so I 
believe that a special topic should be taken up that would include all the 
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personal business a girl goes through, and when out with company will be 
able to take care of herself." 

"Would help every girl in every way, I am quite sure, for the majority 
of young people [girls] do not realize how important it is for them to know it 
especially in the condition the country is in at the present day." 

"Sexual relations ought also to be taken up because of the immorality. 
Many girls go astray." 

"Sexual magnetism because I think that girls of our age should have a 
clean and frank knowledge of it." 

"When we read books about it or hear people discuss it we don't under- 
stand it fully, and usually get a wrong impression about it. We may hear 
this topic discussed through bad sources and we are apt to become acquainted 
with only the bad parts of the subject." 

"Many girls feel that the sex relation is vulgar and is very repugnant 
to them. They have a wrong opinion which ought to be rectified by the 
hygiene teacher, and told in a way that would not make us hate the other 
sex for this." 

"Pregnancy is the suggestive topic. I think we need to know this 
topic because 

"(i) We are old enough to know something about it. 

"(a) We are old enough to understand it. 

"(3) We do not know anything about it and when we will grow older 
we will not know how to go about. We are no babies. We have passed 
the mensturation period and shall know how children are reproduced. We 
know that there is something about the man and woman, but we do not 
know what and when." 

8. The importance of instruction in sex hygiene has been 
increasingly obvious to those who give frank attention to the 
problems involved. The conditions in regard to the segrega- 
tion of large numbers of men under new surroundings and new 
routines have again brought the importance of the subject to 
the foreground. The temptations attendant upon these new 
conditions have aroused a great deal of alarm, and many who 
but a few years ago viewed instruction of youth in matters of 
sex life as in every way objectionable are now ready to con- 
sider both the desirability and the feasibility of utilizing 
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educational forces to combat the personal and social dangers 
involved. 

In this city there was considerable agitation over sex 
instruction in the schools some ten years ago. In a few schools 
tentative experiments were undertaken, but nowhere with full 
official support or sanction. Indeed, from time to time, during 
the past dozen years, there have been murmurs of disappro- 
bation accompanied by veiled threats of eliminating biology 
teaching from the schools altogether, on a variety of pretexts, 
but chiefly because of the fear that instruction in this subject 
introduced young people to matters of which they are best 
kept in ignorance. 

9. The question for educators and administrators of youth 
is not, however, whether young people should or should not be 
kept in ignorance. The nature of the animal and the nature 
of our living conditions answer these questions for us. Nothing 
short of solitary confinement will keep young people in igno- 
rance. The question for the educators and administrators is 
whether the ideas and ideals that the young people demand 
and eventually obtain shall be sound and helpful, or per- 
verted and perverting. 

"Many girls, no matter on what friendly basis with her mother, hates 
to go up to her and ask her certain topics, perhaps heard in conversation or 
read in books." 

"Some parents are ashamed to tell their girls everything, so that is 
why I think they should be told so in school." 

"Some mothers are ignorant and don't think that their daughters 
know about it." 

"Many girls are so unfortunate as not to have mothers or else to have 
mothers who do not speak confidentially to their children, and it would 
be a great benefit for them to speak of it in school. Of course, there would 
be some girls who know all about it through their mothers, but I think it 
would not harm them to listen to any advice given in school." 

"There are many girls with no mother or very near female relation 
that can tell them all they need to know, and if anything should happen 
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in a girl's life, she does not think it proper to speak to a male even if it is 
her father." 

"New York City is a large place and a place where care must be taken 
for young girls whose parents think it foolish to tell them important things." 

"If a girl is not told something that she wants to know she usually asks 
her friend, her friend knows as much as she does and gives her a wrong idea, 
therefore, a teacher should take up this subject." 

"On the streets they learn it in a vulgar, common way. Why not 
teach it to us in school in a refined and interesting way?" 

"The high school girls ought to know the differences in life in a clean 
way and not the vulgar way of the streets." 

Those of us who have been interested in promoting "democ- 
racy in education," whatever that may mean, are frequently 
taunted with the question whether we would ask the children 
what they wish to have taught or how they wish to be taught. 
Without answering this large question categorically, I submit 
that it would be eminently unwise to ignore the articulate 
wishes of these young women, and of the millions like them on 
the way to womanhood and motherhood. And what the girls 
want to know is very much like what the boys want to know. 
If we do not teach them, others will. 



TABLE I 

Important 

Skin 127 

Feet 118 

Teeth 50 

Constipation 38 

Kidneys 27 

Personal cleanliness 24 

Digestive system 23 

Hair 19 

Not important 5 
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TABLE II 

Suggestions 

Eyes 57 Home nursing 3 

Sex hygiene 46 Nervous system 3 

Menstruation 37 Alcohol 2 

Care of body 29 Sleep 2 

Clothes 29 Ventilation 2 

Food; diet 28 Blood poisoning 2 

Diseases 26 Pregnancy 2 

First aid 21 Patent medicines 

Ears 13 Adenoids and tonsils 

Heart 9 Self-control 

Care of hands and nails 7 How habits are formed 

Exercise 7 Hygiene of skeleton 

Throat and nose 5 Habits 

Bacteria 5 Spine 

Teeth 5 Headaches 

Lungs 4 Corsets 

Sense organs 4 Care of babies 

Blood 3 Health of the business girl 

Posture 3 

TABLE III 

Miscellaneous Suggestions 
Housekeeping. 

How a school girl should spend her day. 

Work of the Board of Health. 

Sanitary conditions in the city. 

Sanitation of schools. 

Health in places for work. 

Manners. 

Voice training. 

Laboratory work. 

To have experiments. 

Chemistry and biology. 

Plant life. 

Care of domestic animals. 

Forestry. 

Evolution of man. 

Natural resources. 



